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Interactional competence in a paired speaking test: features salient 
to raters 
 
Paired speaking tests are now commonly used in both high-stakes testing and classroom 
assessment contexts. The co-construction of discourse by candidates is regarded as a 
strength of paired speaking tests, as candidates have the opportunity to display a wider 
range of interactional competencies, including turn taking, initiating topics and engaging in 
extended discourse with a partner, rather than an examiner. However, the impact of the 
interlocutor in such jointly negotiated discourse and the implications for assessing 
interactional competence are areas of concern. This paper reports on the features of 
interactional competence that were salient to four trained raters of 12 paired speaking tests 
through the analysis of rater notes, stimulated verbal recalls and rater discussions. Findings 
enabled the identification of features of the performance noted by raters when awarding 
scores for interactional competence, and the particular features associated with higher and 
lower scores. A number of these features were seen by the raters as mutual achievements, 
which raises the issue of the extent to which it is possible to assess individual contributions 
to the co-constructed performance. The findings have implications for defining the construct 
of interactional competence in paired speaking tests and operationalising this in rating 
scales. 
Key words: interactional competence, co-construction, paired speaking tests, rating speaking tests  
 
INTRODUCTION 
The construct of interactional competence in second language speaking assessment was 
highlighted by Kramsch (1986, p. 368), who argued that existing proficiency tests stressed 
lexis and grammar at the expense of the ‘dynamic process of communication’.  This was 
followed by a growing realisation that speaking tests involving two or more speakers were 
“co-constructed” by the participants (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995).  The implications of this joint 
construction were explored by McNamara (1996, 1997) and Young (2000) through 
problematizing the existing psychometric orientation of speaking tests that uncritically 
positioned communicative competence as residing in the individual.  Adopting a social 
interactional perspective has thus created “fundamental challenges” for language testers to 
address (Chalhoub-Deville, 2003). Manifestations of these tensions can be seen in the 
choice of speaking test task/s, the decision as to whether to include aspects of interactional 
competence in the task design and rating scales, and decisions relating to awarding 
individual or shared scores for interactional competence.    
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  As understanding of the importance and complexity of interactional competence 
increased, tasks designed to elicit and assess this aspect of speaking have become 
increasingly common in a range of high and low-stakes second language assessment 
contexts. The co-construction of the interaction by candidates in a paired speaking test has 
been shown to have the potential to elicit a wide range of interactional competencies, 
including conversational management skills, initiating and ending topics, requesting 
clarification, and challenging an interlocutor (Brooks, 2009; Nakatsuhara, 2004; Taylor, 
2001). Furthermore, a speaking test requiring candidates to interact with each other is also 
seen as more closely reflecting the types of speaking tasks commonly used in 
communicatively-oriented second language classrooms, and thus has the potential for 
positive washback on teaching and learning (Ducasse & Brown, 2009; Taylor, 2001). 
Concerns remain, however, about the impact of one candidate on another’s 
performance, both in terms of the patterns of interaction that each pair co-constructs during 
the speaking test, and the separability of each candidate’s contribution (May, 2009).  While 
candidate interaction has been the focus of a growing body of research into paired speaking 
tests (Davis, 2009; Galaczi ,2008, 2010; Lazaraton & Davis, 2008; Nakatsuhara, 2004), few 
studies have examined the interactional features salient to raters. As Ducasse and Brown 
(2009) have demonstrated, such studies are crucial to inform the development of rating 
scales that encompass the complexity of interactional competence in a paired speaking test. 
This paper reports on a study designed to identify features of interactional 
competence that were salient to raters of a paired speaking test and explores the extent to 
which features of the co-constructed interaction were regarded by raters as mutual 
achievements. In order to contextualise the study, current research on interactional 
competence, paired speaking tests and rater decision making are synthesized in a brief 
literature review. The methodology, in terms of participants, task, and research tools is 
presented, followed by the findings, which include the identification of features of 
interactional competence that raters heeded when making their rating decisions. Finally, 
implications for the definition and operationalisation of interactional competence in the 
context of a paired EAP speaking test are discussed. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Interactional competence was differentiated from communicative competence by Young 
(2000, p. 6-7), who identified four “interactional resources” of participants: the understanding 
of sequences of speech acts that are associated with a particular discursive practice, the 
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ability of participants to “construct a practice with a specific register”, exhibit a range of turn-
taking strategies, and manage topic initiation, topic life and topic choice.   The implications of 
the context-dependent and shared nature of interactional competence were emphasized by 
Young: “...interactional competence is not the knowledge or possession of an individual 
person, but is co-constructed by all participants in a discursive practice” (2008, p101).  The 
challenge to traditional language testing practices inherent in this view has been clearly 
identified by Fulcher (2010), who maintains that if this perspective is adopted, there is “little 
that language testers can do with the construct”, and instead argues for an approach that 
sees interactional competence as “a set of abilities that an individual brings to the temporally 
bounded interaction set within a specific social context and discursive practice” (p112).   
In order to explore interaction in paired speaking tests Conversation Analysis (CA) 
has been effectively utilized to establish interactional patterns that candidates co-construct 
(Davis, 2009; Galaczi ,2004, 2008, 2010; Lazaraton & Davis, 2008; Nakatsuhara, 2004). In a 
CA of the paired segment of thirty Cambridge First Certificate (FCE) tests, Galaczi (2004) 
found three distinct interactional patterns: collaborative, where candidates exhibited high 
levels of mutuality and equality; parallel, where candidates exhibited high equality but low 
mutuality; and asymmetric, where there was low equality and low mutuality.  Galaczi 
speculated that raters would have most difficulty in awarding scores to candidates who 
oriented toward an asymmetric interactional pattern, where one partner is dominant, and the 
other passive, as it might be difficult to separate the impact of one candidate on the other’s 
performance. This was supported in a study of rater responses to an asymmetric interaction 
by May (2009), who found that raters struggled to award a score that they felt was fair to a 
candidate who they perceived had been disadvantaged by a particular pairing.  
Until recently, most studies of interaction in paired speaking tests that have 
attempted to incorporate the rating aspect have done so by inference, in that scores 
awarded by raters have then been compared to the discourse elicited (Davis, 2009; Galaczi, 
2004, 2008; Nakatsuhara, 2004). The basis on which raters actually awarded scores is 
assumed to be the application of the rating scales to the performance, but whether this is 
actually the case is unclear, as rater decision making was not investigated.  Studies that 
have attempted to go ‘beyond scores’ through the use of verbal reports have been carried 
out by Orr (2002), Ducasse and Brown (2009) and May (2009).  While Orr’s research 
incorporated all aspects of the candidate’s performance in a Cambridge First Certificate in 
English  speaking test that the raters heeded, an analysis of comments related to the criteria 
“Interactive Communication” revealed that raters noted a range of features, including 
whether candidates provided help to each other, and the extent to which candidates initiated 
and built upon topics.  Body language, while not mentioned in the rating descriptors, was 
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salient to several raters.  The importance of body language to rater perceptions of 
interactional competence has been supported in findings by Ducasse and Brown (2009), 
who analysed rater responses to interactions between paired beginner level students of 
Spanish.  In addition to non-verbal interpersonal communication, raters in their study noted 
features of interactive listening and interactional management when commenting on the 
success of an interaction.  May (2009) focussed on rater response to an asymmetric 
interaction, and discussed the possibility of awarding shared scores that could be based on 
the patterns of interaction established by Galaczi (2004).  These rater studies have 
contributed to the identification and analysis of features of interaction salient to raters. As 
such they are vital to the on-going development of data-driven rating scales for interactional 
competence that reflect the complexity of the construct.    
THE STUDY 
This study takes up the question of the features of a paired candidate performance that are 
salient to raters when they award scores for interactional effectiveness in an English for 
Academic Purposes (EAP) discussion task, and whether these features are seen as 
separable, or mutual achievements. It aims to explore the complexity of the construct, and 
the role that the raters and rating criteria play in mediating between the candidate output and 
scores awarded for interactional competence.  In doing so, it seeks to contribute to the 
development of a rating scale that more fully reflects the complexity of the interaction in the 
context of this EAP speaking task. 
The research design encompassed all aspects of the rater’s usual rating process, 
with the addition of the production of a stimulated verbal report after the rater comes to 
his/her initial rating decision, and prior to the paired rater discussion. The rich data collection 
thus included initial ratings, rater notes, summary comments, verbal reports and paired rater 
discussions, which enabled a multidimensional view of the rating process, with different 
sources of “evidence” regarding the features of the performance that were salient to the 
raters. For a more detailed view of the data collected, please refer to Figure 1, in the “Data 
Collection” section of this article. 
Candidates and pairing 
The candidates were twelve EAP students from the Peoples’ Republic of China. They 
had recently completed a 6 month EAP course that included 80 hours of designated 
speaking classes. Six candidates (three male, three female) were at Advanced level, and six 
(three male, three female) were at Intermediate level, as confirmed by their EAP instructors. 
While paired discussions formed part of their end of course assessment, student 
5 
 
participation in this study was voluntary.  Candidates took parallel forms of the paired 
speaking test: one with a partner at a similar level, and another with a partner at a different 
level. However, a closer examination of the impact of pairing candidates of similar and 
different proficiency levels is beyond the scope of this article. 
 
Raters 
Three female and one male rater participated in the study, and all had been trained at the 
university language centre to rate paired speaking tests. The training consisted of a 
workshop where raters were introduced to the task and rating scale used, and then watched 
and discussed the features of several performances that had been chosen as indicative of 
the various levels in the rating scale. While three of the raters had had several years of 
experience in rating paired speaking tests at the centre, one rater, while trained, had not yet 
rated.  The university language centre employed a system of rating where both raters would 
observe the paired speaking test, making notes as they watched, record a provisional score, 
and discuss their ratings together, in order to reach agreement on a final score that would be 
reported.  
Task 
A structured discussion task, which presented a problem and three possible solutions 
was chosen for the paired candidate speaking test. Two parallel forms of this task were 
developed by the researcher: the first focussing on cloning, the second on GM foods (see 
Appendix 1).  This type of task was used in a high stakes test of speaking at a university 
language centre in Australia. The candidates had up to five minutes of planning time to 
prepare the discussion, followed by twelve minutes for their discussion.  
 
Rating Scales 
An analytic rating scale incorporating five categories, labelled as: Fluency; Accuracy; 
Range; Effectiveness, and Overall, was used by the raters, and all raters had been trained to 
use this scale. This study is concerned with the operationalisation of the features of the 
performance identified under the criteria labelled “Effectiveness”, which was focussed on 
features of the interaction.  The descriptors for this are: 
 
Band 5: Fully understands the interlocutor’s message and is able to respond accordingly. 
Successfully uses communicative strategies. 
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Band 4: Able to understand the interlocutor’s message and is mostly able to respond 
accordingly. Is generally able to use effective communicative strategies. 
Band 3: Able to understand the interlocutor’s message and may respond accordingly but 
with occasional lapses. May use communicative strategies but not always effectively, or 
appropriately. 
Band 2:  Limited ability to understand the interlocutor’s message. May not be able to 
respond. Use of communicative strategies is noticeably limited. 
Band 1: Unable to understand the interlocutor’s message. Often cannot respond. Inadequate 
use of communicative strategies. 
 
Data collection 
Each rater first viewed a videotape of a paired speaking test in order to simulate live rating 
conditions.  This involved viewing the recording, making notes while viewing, coming to a 
rating decision based on the first viewing, recording a summary statement, then rewinding 
the video, and producing a stimulated verbal report (verbal and written instructions given to 
raters are included in Appendix 2). The entire process was undertaken by each rater in a 
separate room.  After the raters had completed recording the verbal report, they came 
outside their respective rooms, and indicated to the researcher that they had finished. 
Immediately following this, raters who had been paired were brought together to discuss 
their ratings, and the ensuing paired rater discussions were audio and digitally 
videorecorded. The sequencing of rater activity and data collection is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Sequencing of rater activity* and data collection 
Sequence of rater activity     Data collected 
Raters participate in verbal protocol training 
session.  This session included introducing them to 
verbal protocols through practising on a paired 
speaking test that was not included in the data set 
 Observation and notes written by 
researcher, including comments 
and questions from raters 
        AFTER COMPLETING THE TRAINING 
 
  
The rater views a video of a paired candidate 
speaking test, playing the tape without stopping, 
and making notes as per usual procedure 
 Rater notes, which were later 
collected, transcribed, coded and 
analysed- 48 sets 
 
  
The rater writes down the scores for each 
candidate at the end of the performance 
 Individual rater scores, including 
breakdown and overall score were 
collated and analysed- 48 sets of 
individual rater scores 
 
  
The rater records a summary statement, 
commenting briefly on the reasons for their rating 
decision 
 Audio recorded summary 
statements, which were 
transcribed, coded and analysed – 
48 summary statements 
  
The rater then views the video again, this time 
producing an audiotaped retrospective verbal 
report 
 Audio recorded retrospective 
verbal reports, which were 
transcribed, coded and analysed – 
48 verbal reports 
  
The rater then joins his/her rating partner, and 
based on the marks awarded after the first viewing, 
discuss their initial ratings and the performance of 
the paired candidates, and decide on a final, overall 
score for each candidate 
 Digital and audio recorded paired 
rater discussions, which were 
transcribed, coded and analysed.  
Final (agreed) ratings were 
collated and analysed -24 paired 
rater discussions and 24 sets of 
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final ratings from each pair 
  
Following the completion of all rating activities, 
each rater was interviewed by the researcher 
 Audio recordings of the semi-
structured interviews were 
transcribed and analysed – 4 
interviews 
* Rater activity that is part of the normal rating procedure is indicated in italics 
 
 
Data transcription, coding and analysis 
The summary statements, stimulated verbal recalls, paired rater discussions and 
interviews were transcribed following orthographic conventions. The rater notes were 
reproduced verbatim. Following this, the data from the raters was segmented and coded.  
Coding is inherently problematic, and Green (1998) posits that “two researchers may 
independently develop different schemes for the analysis of the ...data” (p68).  Trying to 
balance the need for a coding scheme that illuminated the richness of the data with the 
imperative to create codes that would be recognised by a co-coder, the data was read 
through several times by the researcher before identifying categories of features of the 
interaction that the raters commented on.  In addition, the aspects of performance described 
in the rating scale and the coding scheme that had been developed in a pilot study 
conducted previously (May, 2006) proved to be a useful foundation for the more complex 
coding scheme that was developed and used for this study.  The full coding scheme 
developed for coding comments related to interactional competence is provided in Appendix 
3. 
 In order to illustrate how data from the raters was segmented and coded, an excerpt 
from Rater 1 (R1)’s summary statement of a candidate’s performance is provided. 
she interrupted quite a few times and sort of didn’t allow her partner to give her opinion /A, 
EF:DOM -ve 
so in a way she was sort of more giving a speech than interacting/ A, EF:AUT -ve 
but in terms of an effective discussion she was not as effective as Gao for example/ A, 
EF:EFF, D-ve 
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Thus we can see that the first comment referred to Candidate A, was coded under 
the general category of effectiveness, as indicated by ‘EF’, and was further coded as 
referring to candidate A dominating the discussion, as indicated by ‘DOM’, and as the 
comment was negative, it was coded with ‘-ve’.   The second segmented comment is also 
negative, and refers to the perceived authenticity of the candidate’s manner of discussion.  
The final segmented comment involves a comparison between the two candidates, with 
Candidate A being evaluated negatively in terms of general effectiveness, and is thus coded 
‘EF:EFF, D-ve’, with the ‘D’ indicating the comparison between candidates. 
The software program Nvivo 7 was used to organise the data, and frequency counts 
were undertaken on each feature of interactional competence noted by raters. Thirty percent 
of the data from the rater notes, summary statements, verbal reports and paired rater 
discussions were co-coded by an independent third party, as recommended in Gass and 
Mackey (2000). An agreement rate of over 90% on macro-categories indicated a satisfactory 
level of agreement. Segments on which the researcher and the co-coder disagreed were 
discussed, with amendments made to the coding scheme where necessary.  
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Interactional competence, as operationalised in the rating scales developed for this paired 
speaking test, consisted of three aspects: the extent to which the candidate was able to 
understand the interlocutor’s message, respond to the interlocutor appropriately and use 
communicative strategies appropriately. Thus the co-constructed discourse elicited by a very 
complex interplay of variables was reduced to three points of reference for the raters. It is 
therefore not surprising that the raters incorporated many aspects not included in the 
descriptors. Through the use of qualitative research methods, including the analysis of rater 
notes, summary statements, stimulated verbal recalls and rater discussions, it was possible 
to identify the features of interactional competence salient to the raters. It is clear that raters 
had developed rich and complex frames of reference through which they interpreted the 
descriptors in the rating scale, and thus assigned their ratings.  
While guided by the three features of interaction focussed on in the rating scales, 
from an analysis of rater comments, it emerged that raters had, in effect, “fleshed out” the 
three criteria, as the following tables (1, 2 and 3) illustrate.  The first feature in each table is 
from the rating scale; the additional features are derived from rater comments. Total 
frequency counts for rater comments on each feature are provided in the first box in each 
row. The positive and negative aspects of these features were those salient to raters when 
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they awarded high and low scores for interactional effectiveness, and could be useful in the 
development of a rating scale that more fully reflects the complexity of interaction in a paired 
speaking test, and rater training materials.    
Understanding the interlocutor’s message 
Table 1 identifies the features of the interaction salient to raters when they made decisions 
regarding a candidate’s understanding of the interlocutor’s message.   
Table 1  Features of the interaction related to understanding the interlocutor’s 
message 
Features     Positive    Negative 
o Understands 
interlocutor’s 
message 
39 comments 
Understands partner both 
on literal and argument 
level, as demonstrated 
through response 
Experiences difficulty in 
understanding partner 
 
o Produces speech 
that is Intelligible to 
the rater 
 
140 comments 
Speech is clearly intelligible 
to the rater, and does not 
cause strain or confusion 
Problems with intelligibility 
impede effectiveness, in 
that the rater experiences 
difficulty or is unable to 
understand the candidate 
o Listens to 
interlocutor 
 
5 comments 
Gives partner space to 
respond 
Listening is seen as 
manifesting interest in what 
the partner is saying and 
thus indicates involvement 
in the discussion 
Interrupts partner  
 
Does not allow partner 
‘space’ to respond 
 
 
When considering the extent to which candidates had understood their partner’s 
message, raters at times experienced difficulty in terms of the question of ‘intelligibility to 
whom’? There were cases when raters did not understand what the candidate had said, but 
it appeared that the interlocutor had. On these occasions, raters experienced a dissonance 
between the features of the performance the rating scales were directing them to attend, and 
what they valued: whilst the rating descriptors situated the understanding as being between 
the candidates, raters felt that if they could not understand the candidate, the candidate was 
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not effectively communicating ideas. The following extract from a discussion between Raters 
1 and 2 illustrates this tension, as Rater 1 reminds her fellow rater of the wording of the 
descriptors: 
remember with effectiveness it’s “able to understand the interlocutor’s message and 
is able to respond” so it’s really between those two……it’s not between us and them 
in a way….it’s between the two of them. 
There was also disagreement between raters as to whether candidates had actually 
understood each other. Ascertaining the extent to which a candidate understood his/her 
partner cannot be done simply through observation, so the response of the partner to what 
had been said was often seen as evidence of understanding. This is an important difference 
from an oral proficiency interview, where a candidate is interacting with a trained interlocutor, 
and thus the issue of intelligibility is not between candidates. When it was obvious that a 
candidate had difficulty in understanding his/her partner, the raters also had to decide 
whether to apportion “blame”, or decide to compensate a candidate for being with a partner 
who was difficult to comprehend.  
Within the context of an EAP speaking test, understanding was not confined to 
literally understanding what was being said, but also the extent to which a candidate was 
able to understand the development of an argument and links between ideas and concepts 
in the discussion. This aspect of understanding relates more to topic development, but was 
also taken into account by raters in the context of understanding the interlocutor’s message. 
Another feature salient to raters was the extent to which a candidate appeared to 
listen to his/her partner. Listening was not simply related to comprehension: it was seen to 
indicate the desire to be inclusive of a partner. Raters also perceived it as showing genuine 
interest in what a partner had to contribute, as the following comment from Rater 1 
illustrates:   
Both give each other space to respond.  Good listeners as well as interested in each  
other 
This supports the findings of Ducasse and Brown (2009), as raters interpreted 
interactive listening as indicative of engagement. It points to the need for interactive listening 
to be included in descriptors for interaction.  In the present study, interactive listening also 
links to the perception of whether candidates were working together cooperatively.   
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Responding to a partner 
Table 2 presents the features that were salient to raters when they made rating decisions 
regarding the way in which candidates responded to each other. 
Table 2  Features of the interaction related to ability to respond appropriately to 
interlocutor 
Features     Positive    Negative 
o Responds to 
interlocutor 
 
98 comments 
Responds appropriately and 
supportively, in a manner that 
demonstrates a partner has 
been understood and is inclusive 
Develops own and partner’s 
points in a way that is relevant to 
the task 
Minimal or token responses 
to partner’s contributions 
 
Inability to extend 
responses of self or partner 
o Expresses ideas 
and opinions 
188 comments 
Clearly, concisely and coherently 
expresses ideas and opinions 
Difficulties in expressing 
ideas and opinions clearly 
o Uses body 
language 
 
 
133 comments 
Demonstrates effective body 
language, including eye contact, 
facial expressions and gestures 
that indicate a genuine desire to 
communicate with partner 
Demonstrates poor or 
inappropriate body 
language, including not 
making eye contact with 
partner, facial expressions 
indicating disinterest, sitting 
sideways to partner 
o Contributes to 
the quality of the 
interaction 
73 comments 
Actively contributes to a 
collaborative pattern of 
interaction 
Is part of a dyad that 
oriented to asymmetric or 
parallel interactions 
o Works 
cooperatively 
with partner 
 
54 comments 
Able to bring a partner into the 
discussion, being supportive, 
inclusive 
Deliberately shutting a 
partner out of the 
discussion or showing 
disinterest 
o Demonstrates 
assertiveness 
through 
communication 
 
49 comments 
Establishes a profile of confident, 
assertive communicator who is 
able to disagree with or 
challenge a partner and deal 
with being challenged  
A lack of assertiveness is 
manifested through inability 
to disagree with or 
challenge a partner, and/or 
respond to a partner’s 
challenge, allowing a 
partner to dominate 
o Manages 
interaction 
 
Demonstrates effective 
conversation management skills, 
including turn-taking, leading the 
Lacks conversational 
management skills, so 
experiences difficulties in 
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48 comments discussion, moving the 
discussion along, keeping it 
relevant, interjecting politely and 
purposefully 
effectively taking turns and 
moving the discussion 
along; frequently interrupts 
with the intent to gain the 
floor 
o Contributes to 
the authenticity of 
the interaction 
33 comments 
Contributes to an authentic 
discussion 
Contributes to a stilted, 
artificial discussion 
o Dominates 
interaction 
 
24 comments 
This feature was never 
mentioned positively 
Deliberately dominates the 
discussion or is forced to 
dominate by an overly-
passive partner 
o Demonstrates 
persuasiveness 
14 comments 
Uses emphatic language and 
responses 
Either does not attempt or 
is unable to persuade 
o Helps partner out 
 
4 comments 
Helps partner in supportive 
manner 
May reflect poorly on 
partner who needs help 
 
The raters viewed responding from different perspectives, and performing different 
functions: the response can be interpreted as evidence of understanding and/or the desire to 
engage with a partner’s ideas.  The following comment from Rater 1 illustrates the latter:   
that’s an example of Li responding well to Wang’s comment so he’s involved in the 
discussion 
Raters commented positively when a candidate developed an idea/argument introduced by 
their partner: 
I mean he’s kind of developing Jun’s concept of this different deeper understanding 
of cloning to the public (Rater 2) 
And they commented negatively where candidates responded minimally to their partner, or 
responded in a way that seemed irrelevant to the point that had been made, as the following 
extracts illustrate: 
 there we go Peng just answering with a “no” “not really”   (Rater 2) 
 her arguments are she won’t allow it to be cloned but that’s not at all what 
he’s asking and so again she’s not really responding to his question at all  
(Rater 2) 
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The ability to disagree with and/or challenge a partner’s view was also important to 
raters, and was linked to their perception of assertiveness through communication: 
he’s able to respond to the idea of evidence by saying it’s not necessarily that the 
evidence isn’t there but so far there are really only doubts, so he’s able to 
respond…fairly clearly to Li’s arguments (Rater 3)  
 she’s quite assertive she’s doing a lot of leading   (Rater 2) 
 Stands firm on his opinion – assertive   Rater 2) 
Raters noted the absence or opposite of these characteristics negatively, and in 
these cases a profile of a “passive” speaker emerged.  A passive speaker is characterised 
by not taking opportunities to “hold the floor” in the sense of taking the share of the 
discussion that is rightfully theirs or being able to cope with a partner who is interrupting. 
This points to a crucial distinction between a paired speaking test, where candidates have 
the opportunity to disagree with or challenge their partner- and may also have to cope with a 
partner challenging them- and an oral proficiency interview, where opportunities to do this 
would generally not occur, and certainly not with any degree of equality in terms of the power 
relationship between the two interlocutors. 
While authenticity was not a term used in the rating scales, it is only through 
exploring the comments made by raters that we can come to a clearer understanding of 
exactly what constituted an authentic interaction to them.  There is a clear link between the 
raters’ perception of an authentic interaction and their overall evaluation of the quality of the 
interaction, and thus the effectiveness of the participants.  Features that characterise an 
authentic discussion are a flowing discussion and inclusive and cooperative partners.  
Raters use adjectives such as “natural” and “genuine”, in addition to “authentic”, to 
communicate this quality, as the following excerpts illustrate: 
 they’re interacting well -  sounds authentic  (Rater 4) 
  I think the discussion between Bin and Qian has been very natural   (Rater 3) 
 they’re really having a genuine discussion here it’s quite authentic (Rater 4)  
Interactions that are seen as lacking in authenticity are characterised as stilted, with 
candidates perceived as talking at rather than to each other, and often containing long 
monologues, as opposed to genuine responses to what a partner has said. These are the 
hallmarks of a parallel interaction, with Rater 4 commenting: “they were tending to just talk 
quite a bit on their own with rather long monologues”.  
15 
 
It was also noticeable that body language, while not mentioned in the rating scale, 
featured so prominently in the raters’ evaluation of interactional effectiveness at all stages of 
the rating process.  Raters’ perception of body language, while emerging as a distinct 
category, is also linked to assertiveness through communication, working together 
cooperatively and contributing to an authentic discussion. 
While some comments refer generally to “non-verbal skills”, from the comments 
coded in this category it is clear that raters incorporate many features of body language into 
their concept of effectiveness.  Aspects of body language that are viewed positively by the 
raters include making and maintaining eye contact with the partner and using gestures to 
emphasize points, which are interpreted by raters as contributing to an effective, genuine 
interaction.  Rater comments included:   
Better non-verbal skills- tries to engage the interlocutor  (Rater 1) 
He’s got good eye contact throughout, good hand gestures emphasizing his points   
(Rater 3) 
And these two have quite a sort of natural dialogue with lots of interaction, eye 
contact, hand gestures  (Rater 3) 
In addition, body language was regarded by the raters as indicating “openness” to the 
discussion is regarded positively: as Rater 1 wrote in her notes, “body language indicates ‘in’ 
the discussion- good”. The importance of body language to a rater’s initial impression of a 
candidate’s effectiveness is clearly shown in the following comment from Rater 1: “at this 
point even before he’s spoken his non-verbal communication skills seem quite good he’s 
physically engaged in the discussion he’s nodding he’s responding and good eye contact”.  
Raters infer a lack of either desire or ability to interact effectively in the absence of eye 
contact.  Raters also commented negatively on candidates who appeared “closed” to the 
discussion, interpreting this as signaling the intention not to enter fully into the interaction:  
in the beginning I felt that his body language was quite closed and that affected my 
impression of his effectiveness  (Rater 1) 
Eye contact- above partner rather than direct (Rater 3) 
She’s sitting side-on to him, she’s having the odd facial expression which really says 
that she’s not really interested in understanding what he’s saying   (Rater 2) 
 
The discussion above has highlighted selected features that were salient to the raters 
when considering the ways in which candidates responded to each other. Raters had 
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positioned collaborative patterns of interaction as more authentic, and thus of a higher 
quality than parallel or asymmetric patterns. The paired speaking test format had provided 
candidates with the chance to demonstrate assertiveness through communication, which 
was also highly regarded by the raters.  In addition, the emergence of body language as a 
feature of the interaction salient to raters supports findings by Ducasse and Brown (2009).    
 
Using communicative strategies 
The features salient to raters when commenting on the extent to which a candidate was able 
to use communicative strategies appropriately are presented in Table 3. 
Table 3  Features of the interaction related to using appropriate communicative 
strategies 
Features     Positive    Negative 
o Uses 
communicative 
strategies 
17 comments 
General comments 
regarding “Effective” 
communication strategies, 
manifested in those below 
General comments 
regarding “Ineffective 
communication strategies”, 
manifested in those below 
o Asks for partner’s 
opinion 
 
80 comments 
Asks for partner’s opinion in 
a way that demonstrates a 
genuine desire to include 
Overuses questions: seen 
by raters as an attempt by 
the candidate to deflect 
attention from own 
weaknesses 
o Clarifies/asks for 
clarification 
70 comments 
Clarifies own and partners 
points successfully 
Is unable to clarify own or 
partner’s opinion 
o Uses functional 
language 
23 comments 
Uses a range of functional 
language in order to 
interact effectively 
Demonstrates a noticeable 
lack of functional language, 
hampering ability to interact 
 
 
The term ‘communicative strategies’ is used in the rating descriptors, but there are no 
examples as to exactly what this term encompasses, and thus it is not surprising that raters 
used their own frames of reference and tacit understanding when interpreting this concept.  
Comments coded in this category incorporated the extent to which a candidate was able to 
clarify and ask for clarification, ask for partner’s opinion, and use functional language in 
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order to facilitate the interaction.  Raters particularly noticed limitations in what they termed 
‘functional language’: “he’s got little functional language...he only ever agreed by saying “I 
agree” (Rater 1).  This was linked to engagement, with Rater 2 commenting: “neither one of 
them is really using the right kind of functional language to get the other one to speak”.  
The feature in the communicative strategies category that raters attended to most- 
asking for partner’s opinion- will now be briefly discussed. Raters commented positively on 
candidates who were able to demonstrate the ability to ask for their partner’s opinion, as 
they regarded this as a sign that candidates were inclined, and able, to get their partner 
involved in the discussion. Raters also commented on the quality of questions asked.  
Comments from raters included: 
 at that point Shen invited Jun to give his opinion so he’s good at getting the 
other person involved in the discussion   (Rater 1) 
 Actually asking each other you know very good questions.. they’re not just 
formulaic   (Rater 4) 
However, raters were critical of candidates who “asked for opinions but didn’t have a lot to 
say” (Rater 1) and “asked for opinion more than expressing it” (Rater 4).   It appears that the 
raters interpret this as a candidate who might actually be weaker but is trying to deflect this 
by asking questions designed to get their partner to contribute more. 
Features of interaction perceived as mutual accomplishments 
Whereas a comment focussing on similarities between candidates may simply be 
linking features noted by the rater about both candidates in terms of the rating scale, it was 
evident from an analysis of the comments coded as “comparison” that raters had perceived 
certain features as mutual accomplishments. Thus when Rater 1 commented “they are both 
able to check concepts”, this comment can be seen as comparing the candidates, but still 
recognising their contributions as separable. However, when Rater 3 commented “both of 
them are working quite well together” she is contextualising this feature within the co-
constructed interaction, and thus representing it as a mutual achievement. 
From an analysis of comments made by raters it was possible to identify the features 
of the interaction that were more likely to be perceived by the raters as mutual 
achievements. These features were: 
o Understands interlocutor’s message 
o Responds to partner 
o Works cooperatively with partner 
o Contributes to an authentic interaction 
o Contributes to the quality of the interaction 
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The issue of the separability of the individual candidate’s contribution to the co-
constructed discourse lies at the heart of the definition of the construct. Positioning aspects 
of the interaction as mutual achievements raises the possibility of shared scores for 
interaction in a paired speaking test. While shared scores have been discussed on a 
theoretical level (Swain, 2004; Taylor & Wigglesworth, 2009), this study has found that 
raters, despite being trained to rate candidates individually, perceive aspects of the 
interaction as inherently co-constructed.  Shared scores would reflect the mutual 
responsibilities and achievements inherent in co-construction of the discourse by candidates; 
however, it is difficult to see how this could be implemented in high-stakes tests, where a 
score that can be easily processed and interpreted as a manifestation of individual 
competence is essential. In low-stakes classroom assessment contexts, however, a shared 
score that forms part of a rich profile of a candidate’s interaction within the context of a 
particular task and partner could be both useful and viable, particularly for formative 
assessment purposes.    
Defining and operationalising interactional competence in a paired speaking test 
The findings of this study have theoretical and practical dimensions. In terms of theory, they 
can add to our understanding of what, to the raters, is integral to successfully interacting in 
the context of a paired EAP speaking test. The complexity and richness of interactional 
competence is reflected in raters’ tacit understanding of certain features as mutual 
achievements, and their identification of a repertoire of skills- including interactive listening- 
that are vital to interacting effectively.  The findings point to the possibility of a role for non-
linguistic features of communication, including body language, in an assessment of 
interactional competence. This would entail a consensus as to exactly what constitutes 
effective body language in a particular context; perhaps this Pandora’s Box has remained 
closed for very good reasons. 
In addition, the features noted by raters support a key rationale for the use of paired 
tests: their potential to elicit a wider range of interactional features than would be possible in 
an oral proficiency interview.  These features include conversation management, asking for 
opinion and clarification, challenging or disagreeing with a partner, and being able to deal 
with being challenged or disagreed with.   
On a practical level, the findings from this study can be used as the basis for the 
development of a rating scale that more accurately and thoroughly encompasses the 
complexities of interactional competence in this paired EAP speaking test. While not every 
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feature noted by raters would be feasible to be integrated into a rating scale, those identified 
form the basis for more comprehensive and data-driven descriptors.   In particular, the ability 
to work together cooperatively, manage a conversation, communicate with assertiveness, 
demonstrate effective body language and interactive listening, and thus help to co-construct 
a collaborative pattern of interaction were regarded by the raters as key aspects of a 
successful interaction.  The identification of aspects of each feature that influenced raters 
when awarding higher and lower scores is also valuable for the revision of the existing rating 
scale. 
The tendency of raters to compare and contrast candidates is of concern in terms of 
whether judgements were being made with reference to the rating scales, or relative 
judgements were made where the candidates were being assessed in comparison with each 
other.  While relative judgements are an issue with rating that is not confined to paired 
speaking tests, the temptation to compare candidates when both are engaged in a 
performance at the same time can exacerbate this tendency. Relative judgements were also 
found in Orr’s (2002) study, and this has implications for rater training, so that raters are 
focussed on the criteria, not comparisons of candidates.  
 
CONCLUSION  
This article has explored the construct of interactional competence in a paired 
speaking test from the rater’s perspective. This research focus is timely when assessment 
tasks involving candidate-to-candidate interaction are being used with increasing frequency. 
The identification, documentation and categorization of a wide range of features of 
interaction salient to raters has the potential to deepen our understanding of the complexity 
of interactional competence in the context of a paired EAP speaking test, and in doing so, 
contribute to the development of rating scales that reflect this complexity.  
The research design incorporated a range of qualitative methods, including the 
collection and analysis of rater notes, summary statements, verbal reports and paired rater 
discussions. While verbal reports are increasingly used in rater studies, the combination of 
data sources enabled a multifaceted perspective on the features of interaction that were 
salient to raters throughout the rating process. Studies including the present one and those 
by Orr (2002), and Ducasse and Brown (2009) support the necessity of going ‘beyond 
scores’ when research involves rating.  Findings from these studies can complement and 
support the valuable CA work that has been done on candidate discourse in paired speaking 
tests. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1 
Task sheets given to candidates 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Speaking task- Form A 
Instructions 
Please read the following task description carefully.  If you have any questions, ask for clarification.  
After you have indicated that you have understood the task, you may take up to five minutes to 
organise your thoughts.  You may make notes if you wish.   
You can begin the discussion at any time that both you and your partner feel ready, and in any way 
that you choose.  Once you begin speaking, you will have 12 minutes to discuss the given topic.  You 
will be informed when 10 minutes have passed, and asked to finish the discussion at 12 minutes. 
The Situation 
The government is considering the issue of human cloning.  Medical researchers, scientists and drug 
companies want clear guidelines as to what is legal.  There is also public concern over the morality of 
human cloning. 
The government is considering three proposals: 
i) Banning all research relating to the cloning of human beings 
ii) Allowing therapeutic cloning (which will provide stem cells to help cure injury and 
disease), but banning reproductive cloning 
iii) Allowing any research relating to human cloning that scientists feel is reasonable and will 
benefit humanity 
 
Your task 
1.  Discuss the value of each proposal.  In doing this you should refer to ideas from the given 
readings, and may also refer to other knowledge of the topic that you may have. 
2.   State the proposal which you think is best, and give reasons for your opinion. 
3.  Considering the points that have been raised, come to an agreement, compromise, or “agree 
to disagree” with your partner. 
 
In order to complete the task, you will need to: 
 Ask for, and give information 
 Express your opinion 
 Explain and justify your opinions in a clear and convincing way 
 Give your partner the opportunity to express his/her opinion 
 Respond to your partner’s opinions 
 Summarise a discussion 
 Reach a conclusion 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Form B of the speaking task was the same in terms of instructions, but the scenario was 
changed as follows. 
 
Form B 
The Situation 
The government is considering the issue of genetically modified (G.M.) food.  Biotechnology 
researchers, companies that develop and sell G.M. seeds to farmers, and companies that sell G.M. 
food want clear guidelines as to what is legal.  There is also public concern over the safety of 
genetically modified food. 
The government is considering three proposals: 
i) Banning the research into and sale of all G.M. food and crops 
ii)  Allowing the sale of G.M. food, but banning further research on crops 
iii)   Allowing the unrestricted research into and sale of G.M. food and crops 
_________________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 2 
Procedures for eliciting the verbal reports 
Raters were read the following verbal instructions during the training session: 
Verbal instructions given to raters during the practice phase  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Through this research I’m hoping to explore the kinds of things that influence raters, and the kinds of 
things that you notice about a candidate’s performance.  You can refer to things which are not 
specifically mentioned in the rating scales, and any comments and interpretations that you make will 
be very helpful. 
View the taped performances the first time as you normally would when rating the paired candidate 
interactions.  Please make notes on the performance as you would normally do.  You’ll be able to use 
any notes you make when you discuss the performance with your rating partner.   
At the end of your first viewing, I’d like you to write down the scores which you have awarded each of 
the candidates, and record a brief summary statement explaining why you awarded those scores.   
Now, view the videotaped performance again, this time stopping the tape and commenting on 
anything that you feel was important to your impression of the candidate’s oral proficiency.  Please 
comment in as much detail as you can, and stop the tape as many times as you like.  Remember to 
record the entire performance and commentary on the audio tape. 
Now, please proceed as you normally would following a performance with the paired rater discussion: 
come together with your fellow rater and discuss your ratings, coming to an agreed rating for each 
candidate.  Please write this final rating down. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
In addition to the verbal instructions in the training session, each rater was given written instructions 
that they kept with them throughout the data collection. 
Written instructions given to raters 
_________________________________________________________________ 
1.  View the performance without stopping the tape (as if it were live) 
2.  Make notes as you normally would 
3.  Write down your individual rating from the first viewing 
4.  Record a brief summary statement on tape. 
5.  Rewind the video to the beginning of the performance, start audio recording and listen      again to 
the performance, this time stopping the video to comment on aspects of the performance which 
influenced your view of the candidates’ oral proficiency.  
6.  Bring your individual rating and notes for the paired rater discussion.  This discussion will be video 
and audio-taped. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
25 
 
Appendix 3 
Coding Key used to code INTERACTIONAL EFFECTIVENESS 
EF:UND understands interlocutor’s message 
EF:LIS  listens to interlocutor 
EF:RES able to respond to interlocutor/build on interlocutor’s ideas 
EF:UCS uses communicative strategies 
EF:EXP able to express ideas and opinions 
EF:CLA  asks for clarification, confirmation or clarifies own ideas, concept checks 
EF:FUN use of functional language 
EF:QUA quality of the interaction 
EF:AUT extent to which interaction resembles authentic discussion 
EF:ASK asks for partner’s opinion 
EF:BOD body language 
EF:MAN manages/controls interaction- usually mentioned positively 
EF:DOM dominates the discussion- usually mentioned negatively 
EF:ASS assertiveness, demonstrated through communication 
EF:WOR working together cooperatively 
EF:HEL  helps partner out 
EF:PER persuasiveness 
EF:INT  intelligibility to rater and others  (but not including interlocutor) 
EF:EFF  effectiveness mentioned in general 
____________________________________________________________________ 
*aspects of performance that were not explicitly mentioned in the rating descriptors, but which the 
raters clearly associated with the effectiveness of the interaction, are given in italics  
 
EVALUATIVE RESPONSE OF THE RATER 
+   positive response to candidate’s performance 
- negative response to candidate’s performance 
N neutral response/ non-evaluative 
 
FOCUS OF RESPONSE: 
S inter-candidate comparison, finding similarities 
D inter-candidate contrast, finding differences   
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C intra-candidate perform- compares aspect of a candidate’s performance over time  
P compares an aspect of both candidates’ performance over time 
O compares a candidate’s/pair’s performance to other candidates who took the test  
Sec impact of second viewing of the performance   
W Refers to/uses a candidate’s exact words/pronunciation of words 
 
 
